to the earliest villages was characterized by the aggregation of people into large villages, the appearance of domesticated plants and animals, and the reorganization of the social processes by which human interactions occurred. One aspect of this change is documented by excavations at PPN settlements: a range of formalized mortuary practices. Over the past 20 years, archaeological research at Middle PPNB settlements has revealed both a remarkable level of similarity in regional mortuary practices (see Kuijt 2008; Verhoeven 2002 ) and a high degree of variation in mortuary and ritual practices between individual settlements (e.g., Goring-Morris 2000; Hershkovitz and Gopher 1990; Kuijt 2008; Rollefson 1998; Rollefson, Schmandt-Besserat, and Rose 1999; Rollefson, Simmons, and Kafafi 1992; Verhoeven 2002) . Interpretative modeling of these patterns has generally focused on understanding the nature of and variability within mortuary practices in individual communities or, alternatively, the degree to which mortuary practices were shared between regional communities.
Field excavations have documented elaborate mortuary practices that emerged out of sedentary villages with wellmade residential buildings, formalized lithic technology, and domesticated plants and animals. While researchers are starting to develop an understanding of regional practices, we have only a preliminary grasp of the extent of and reasons for variation in material practices within Middle PPNB settlements. In this paper, we present a general overview of the burial practices of the Middle PPN period at Tell Halula. Excavations at Tell Halula provide important new insights into Neolithic village organization as well as previously unrecognized levels of variation in social practices between villages.
Tell Halula: Research Context and Background
Tell Halula is located in the middle valley of the Euphrates River, 150 km from Aleppo in northern Syria. The site covers an area of 8 ha. Archaeological excavations from 1991 to 2007 have provided new understanding of the main periods of occupation and have documented village organization, architectural practices, the economic system, technological change, and social organization (Molist 1996 (Molist , 1998 (Molist , 2001 Molist et al. 2004) . Broad horizontal excavations have allowed us to gain new insights into how space was organized by people at Tell Halula and how they disposed of their dead. As of 2007, excavations have allowed us to identify and recover 114 burials from 16 houses, all from the seventh through fourteenth occupation phases ( fig. 2 ).
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Excavations have documented a succession of at least 20 different occupational events, largely defined by the construction/destruction of rectangular residential buildings. These buildings are made of mud brick and wooden beams, with lime to plaster the floors and the walls. Throughout these phases, residential buildings were placed in the same location, with one house parallel to another and spaced about 1 m apart.
All of these houses are rectangular and identical in organization, with three or four rooms ( fig. 3 ). The main room consists of a large rectangular space (between 18 and 22 m 2 ), with some of the floors and walls covered with a lime plaster. In some houses, these floors and walls are also painted. Domestic features in this main residential area often include a round or rectangular hearth, an oven with a flat cover, niches, benches, and drainage systems. At the far end of the building, away from the entranceway, there are usually two small rooms. The preparation of these rooms varies: sometimes they are plastered, but not always, and at times pit features and hearths are found in these rooms. It appears that these areas were used in multiple ways, including as storage areas, as an area for manufacturing tools, and possibly for drying and processing cereals. The entrance to each building is always located at the opposite end of the building, with a small patio or porch area in front of the doorway. This patio is physically defined by a more ephemeral wall system and often by a small inbuilt feature next to the door that might have served as a base for grain storage or a drying system (Molist 1996 (Molist , 1998 (Molist , 2001 Molist et al. 2004; fig. 4 ).
Research Questions and Mortuary Analysis
Previous excavations of Neolithic sites have documented variation in Neolithic mortuary practices between sites. It is much more difficult, however, to document the social, political, and economic processes that produced this variation. Even if they shared similar technologies, reliance on a mixture of domesticated and wild plants and animals, and ways of constructing residential buildings, people living in Neolithic communities in different locations did not always bury their dead in the same way. They placed the dead in different physical positions, buried them with different objects (or no objects at all), and probably followed different social rules for where the burials should be placed within their settlements.
While not always observable through material evidence, variation in mortuary practices provides insights into the degree of interconnection between people at multiple social scales, including household, village, and region. As a first step in this process, in this paper we provide a preliminary consideration of the relative variation in burial practices within and between houses at Tell Halula. To explore social life within Neolithic villages, we draw on data related to burial practices and architecture. To guide our discussion, we focus on the following questions. (1) How were burial practices spatially organized within the site and within individual structures? (2) Are there physical differences between where people were buried and the spaces used for intramural domestic activities? (3) To what extent would the burials have been visible to people living in these structures? (4) Was there any connection between the life history of individual houses, the rebuilding of houses, and burial practices?
The Tell Halula House as Locus of the Living and the Dead
Excavations at many Middle PPNB period sites illustrates that the dead were commonly buried in a wide range of intraand extramural locations. Comparison of Tell Halula with regional sites-such as Abu Hureyra, Mureybet, and Tell Ain el-Kerkh in Syria, Aşıklı, Ç ayönü, and Ç atal Höyük in Turkey (Akkermans and Schwartz 2003; Andrews, Molleson, and Boz 2005; Cauvin 1997; Esin and Harmankaya 1999; Moore and Molleson 2000; Ö zdogan 1999; Verhoeven 2002) , and many other sites in the southern Levant, including Jericho, 'Ain Ghazal, Yiftahel, Kfar HaHoresh, Ghwair I, Nahal Hemar, Munhata, Tell Aswad, Wadi Shu'eib, and Beidha-allow us to understand that between 10,500 and 9500 BP people buried the dead in three areas of their settlements: in some form of shared repository, in a range of locations outside buildings, and inside residential buildings (Cornwall 1981; Goring-Morris 2000; Hershkovitz and Gopher 1990; Kirkbride 1968; Kuijt 2001 Kuijt , 2008 Kuijt and Goring-Morris 2002; Kurth and Röhrer-Ertl 1981; Rollefson 1998; Rollefson, Schmandt-Besserat, and Rose 1999; Rollefson, Simmons, and Kafafi 1992; Stordeur 2003) .
At some settlements, both individual and collective burials were made in buildings built exclusively as a place for the dead. One example is the "skull building" at Ç ayönü, where 394 skeletons and some isolated skulls in secondary position, corresponding to 450 individuals, were found (Ö zdogan 1999). At Abu Hureyra, there is also evidence of burials within most buildings and possibly the use of dedicated burial structures. While containing fewer individuals, the Abu Hureyra "charnel room" (room 3), at the northwest end of the house, served as a repository for the remains of at least 24 individuals, and pit 144, under the floor of room 2, contains the bones of 25-30 individuals (Moore and Molleson 2000) . Even at later Neolithic sites, such as the main phases of Ç atal Höyük that have been excavated, burials are more frequent in select buildings. Düring (2001) argues, for example, that a few special buildings, so-called ritually elaborated buildings, contain most of the burials, mounding, and paintings found, in contrast with the larger group of more ordinary and domestic buildings.
Most settlements dating from between 10,500 and 9500 BP, such as Abu Hureyra, burials were placed inside and outside of structures and in a range of rooms (Moore and Molleson 2000) . Similarly, at 'Ain Ghazal and Jericho, the dead were buried below room floors, in courtyard areas, and under buildings (Kurth and Röhrer-Ertl 1981; Rollefson, Simmons, and Kafafi 1992) . In Late PPNB sites, such as Ç atal Höyük, burial practices were much more closely focused on placing the dead inside structures. It is not clear, however, whether this is because of much closer packing of residential architecture, resulting in an almost complete lack of extramural space around individual buildings, or reflects a greater symbolic and ideological focus on the house as a place of action and history (Düring 2001; Kuijt 2008) .
In contrast to what is seen at other Middle PPNB sites, at Tell Halula, all burials were placed inside structures. Of the 114 burials recovered from 16 houses and multiple phases of occupation over several hundred years, all of the burials were from subfloor pits inside the houses. Each of these burials is a primary individual interment, 2 and there is only one case of secondary skull removal (figs. 5, 6). Over 16 years of fieldwork, we have excavated nearly 385 m 2 of space between and around residential structures and have yet to identify a single burial. As seen in table 1, data on the distribution of the number of burials among different houses and the location of burials illustrate a remarkable standardization of Neolithic burial practices at Tell Halula. We believe that this strong and repeated patterning and the fact that these practices were maintained for several hundred years reflect the development and maintenance of shared and clearly understood social practices for how the dead were dealt with. In these villages, people physically and symbolically linked the living with the dead, a link materialized within the house as a location of social practice. 
Order in the House: Where to Put the Dead?
In almost all cases (111/114), the burials at Tell Halula were placed near the entrance to the main room. 3 The main room of the house can be symbolically and materially divided into two distinct areas enclosed by the same structural wall: what we call the "entrance/burial" area and the "main/domestic" area. In using these terms, we are not suggesting that people did not live or engage in domestic activities within the entrance/burial area of a house. We see no reason to suggest that people did not sleep, live, and engage in the same type of activities in both areas. Rather, we use these terms to outline some of the physical differences in floor construction and the spatial situating of select social acts that were materialized below the floor in one area of the larger room but not others.
The main/domestic area is enclosed by thick mud walls, a fire hearth/oven constructed opposite the entrance, and a floor made of multiple layers of plaster. Opposite the entrance are two small rooms probably used for storage and domestic goods. The main room is made possible structurally by two large posts supporting the roof. The entrance/burial area is defined physically by the use of an unfinished mud floor and symbolically by the placement of human burials in this area but not the rest of the room. As seen in figure 7, there is a noticeable difference between these floor treatments. As seen in table 1, these buildings were constructed so that there was consistency in the area of the total entrance/burial space in the houses, as well as the percentage of space this represents of the total area of the main room. In most houses, the entrance/burial area represents about 34% of the total space of the main room, with house FE/C having the lowest percentage, at 25.2%, and house HE having the highest percentage, at 42.1%.
Burial Placement and Life History
Unlike burials in other Middle PPNB sites, the burials at Tell Halula are seated burials. With the exception of some fetal burials, the burials are flexed, with the legs pulled tightly up to the body and the arms folded around the chest (see fig.  6 ). Given the extraordinary preservation conditions of some of the burials, we can reconstruct the sequence of steps in the construction of the burial pits and the internment of the individuals. All of the burial pits were created in a similar way (see fig. 8 ). Initially, a circular-oval hole large enough to insert a burial was cut through the clay floor in the entrance area. Then the pit was extended downward by scooping out soil, often leaving straight walls, so that the pit was deep enough for the burial to be entirely below the floor. While there is variation, the base of the burial pit was often concave or flat. Next, the tightly flexed burial was lowered into the hole. Excavations have revealed that more than 50% of the pits still have empty spaces between the skeleton and the walls or are partially filled with very soft sediment. Less than 30% of the burial pits are filled with compacted sediment, suggesting that these pits were deliberately filled in when the burial was inserted. Finally, people covered the opening of the pit with a compact mud plug that sealed the burial. This plug, much like a cork in a wine bottle, often extends down 20 cm into the opening. Where multiple burials had been inserted, the resulting appearance of the floor is a series of highly visible round patches (see fig. 5 ). People living in the house made no significant effort to disguise the location of individual burials by plastering over the floor after inserting the burial; instead, they appear to have deliberately left the floor unmodified. There is some limited evidence for reuse of a few burial pits, notably with the presence of some isolated bones and teeth from other individuals inside them. Most noticeably, there is one isolated skull Molist 1996, 1998) . It is unclear at this point, however, whether these exceptional cases reflect patterning of intentional secondary mortuary practices or unintentional postburial taphonomic processes related to rebuilding of houses.
As seen in table 2, reflooring was a regular part of living in houses. In house DD (trench 4D, occupation phase 8), people living in the house put down five clay floors (E141, E142, E144, E146, and E147), although burials have been found in only three (E141, E144, and E146). Excavations of house HE (trench 4H, occupation phase 10) documented that people recovered the floor eight times (E143, E155, E160, E162, E165, E170, E173, and E174), with only six of these having burials. Thus, one or more frequently two burials were covered when people resurfaced the floor. Occasionally, the floor was replastered as routine maintenance or refurbishment of damaged floors.
The Last Dance: Burial Dress, Coverings, and Ornamentation
The outstanding dry preservation conditions provide researchers with important new insights into the materiality of Neolithic life at the point of death and, potentially, some of the social relations that characterized these villages. The excavation of many of the burial pits has uncovered organic remains of sacks, textiles, vegetable mats, and some basketry. Although the wrappings are only partially preserved, wrapping some or all of the body would have made it easier to insert the burials into the relatively tight pits. It is also possible that some of the preserved organic material is from clothing as well as wrapping of the burials. The recovery of mat remains below the clay plug covering the burial, at times covering the skull of the individual, indicates that people first put down a layer of mats and then covered the opening with wet clay. Given that there is no evidence of burial pits overlapping others in houses, we argue that the inhabitants of Tell Halula used these clay plugs not only as a sanitary measure but also as a means of recording the exact location of the burials. Our excavations have revealed that the majority of dead at Tell Halula were wearing some form of ornamentation when they were buried. Preliminary analysis indicates that, with varying frequencies, males and females, young and old were buried wearing objects and, in some cases, had objects placed in their graves when they were buried. Detailed analysis is ongoing, but preliminary research indicates that children up to 4 years have the great number of objects. Excavations reveal a wide range of objects interred with the dead, including ornamental objects such as stone and shell beads and bone pendants around the neck, around the waist, or next to the wrist. While not always in their original context, a number of well-preserved burials clearly show that some people were buried wearing necklaces, bracelets, and belts. Other objects, including shells, Byblos arrowheads, axes, bone needles, figurines, stone balls, and fragments of ocher, were also interred with burials.
House Life Histories and Burials
Structures at Tell Halula appear to have been rebuilt on a regular basis and, interestingly, directly above earlier structures. While excavations have yet to get to the lowest levels of the site, in some excavated areas of Tell Halula it is possible to identify five to seven rebuilding events, to a depth of at least 5-6 m. Each house is in the same location, and the Neolithic occupants rebuilt each structure about 0.70-0.80 m above the earlier one. This was probably done by pushing in the upper sections of the walls and importing soil to fill and level the remaining low areas so as to create a construction surface for the new building. It is important to note that there was sufficient fill between the floors of two buildings that subfloor burials from upper/more recent house did not penetrate into the floor of the lower/older house underneath. This is somewhat surprising, as it would have been much easier to use less fill between structures of different phases, despite the likelihood of disturbing earlier burials. This suggests that it must have been important for people who were rebuilding not to disturb family members who had lived and died when the earlier building was in use.
Unlike in other Neolithic sites, new burial pits do not cut into older burial pits. Each burial pit is separate and sealed. In some cases, buildings were rebuilt before all the floor area was used, but in all cases people maintained the integrity of individual burials. It is not clear why this happened. That people were buried only in the entranceway of the buildings, that they were spatially kept discrete from each other, and that buildings were deliberately reconstructed in such a way that a subfloor burial space was created all illustrate that Tell Halula villagers were actively concerned about maintaining the placement of the dead once they were buried. While not unheard of in other Neolithic cases, the standardization at Tell Halula is of a remarkably high degree.
Regional Comparison of Mortuary Practices between Tell Halula and Other Near Eastern Neolithic Sites
A number of important studies, including those of Bar-Yosef and Belfer-Cohen (1989) and Cauvin (1997) , have looked at similar cultural practices, such as the adoption of rectilinear buildings and the widespread use of animal and plant domesticates and have argued that people in Near Eastern Neolithic villages shared select key practices. While we agree with some of their arguments, other research (Asouti 2006; Kuijt 2004; Watkins 2008) has drawn attention to overlooked variability in cultural practices between members of different Neolithic communities and has called for increased debate as to the sources of variation at different scales. One, but by no means the only, example is the range of variation in burial practices in roughly contemporary settlements. We can see in table 3 that there was variation in the location of burials in the settlement, where people were buried within houses, how people were positioned, and the types of objects people were buried with.
Our preliminary analysis of the materials from Tell Halula, in comparison with those from other settlements, indicates that variation is greater between settlements than within settlements. For example, at Tell Halula, many people were buried with objects. This pattern is also seen at Aşıklı Höyük, Abu Hureyra, and Ç atal Höyük. At other sites, most noticeably those from the southern Levant, people were rarely buried with objects. Other regional patterns highlight a wide range of burial locations. This included inside houses, in courtyard areas, and between buildings. As seen at Abu Hureyra, burials inside buildings were placed in almost every possible location: room corners, at the entrance of rooms, in back rooms, in front rooms. At all of the comparison settlements listed in table 3, people buried their dead in the same way: semiflexed, on their side or back, and in a range of locations.
The burial practices at Tell Halula are distinctly different from those in other excavated contemporary Middle PPNB settlements. At Tell Halula, people were buried only inside structures and only in the entrance/burial area. It is also important to note that burials are in a seated position. Our excavations have documented that this pattern does not vary between houses: it is the same regardless of house. This suggests that mortuary practices were widely shared, if not standardized, within the community and between households. The sharp contrast between the practices at Tell Halula and those at the Levantine comparison sites, such as Jericho and 'Ain Ghazal, can be rationalized as a function of geographical separation and regional differences. In fact, this might help explain the absence of grave goods in the Levantine sites. But how are we to explain the clear differences between Tell Halula and Abu Hureyra? Given the scale of excavations at these sites, it is difficult to view these differences as a by-product of sampling. Rather, the clear differences in burial practices reflect deliberate choices and the maintenance of distinctive practices at the community level. From this perspective, it is essential that, rather than envisioning Neolithic villages as part of a shared cultural system, such as an interaction sphere, archaeological and anthropological modeling recognize that some early agricultural villages existed as distinct communities with different material and symbolic practices. Note. The burials are also distributed by the age and sex of individuals (although the definitive anthropological study of the human remains of house HE is incomplete).
Discussion and Conclusion
Excavations at Tell Halula have outlined significant standardization in human practices within early Neolithic village communities, as well as documenting unanticipated levels of variation between regional settlements. All the buildings at Tell Halula are similar in design and size. All of them have a rectangular plan with one main room, two little rooms used for storage behind the main one, and a small "patio" in front, where some household production activities, such as food processing, were probably conducted. There is a clear standardization in the way people were buried and where they were placed for burial. The placement of burials at the only entrance into the building must have provided a visible reminder to visitors and occupants of the history and lineage of the family and house. To enter the house, visitors and owners would have had to literally walk over the previous house occupants. To look at it from a slightly different perspective, the dead were sleeping or living at the door of the house. As with the placement of medieval burials under tombstones of the great European cathedrals, the simple daily acts of movement into and out of the house would therefore have contributed to the reaffirmation of social memory, an understanding of lineage and social relations within households. Significant preplanning is seen in the village and household organization of Tell Halula. This patterning reflects a shared view of what constituted acceptable behaviors and treatment of the dead in different houses. This includes the use of clay floors instead of plaster floors in the burial/entrance area, the covering of the burials that allowed their visibility and avoided physical overlapping, and the standardized spatial distribution and location of the burials in the entrance area of all the houses. Analysis of the Tell Halula burials highlights that, despite significant variation in the items associated with the dead, including what they were wearing and what was placed with them at burial, the overall system was highly formalized. Work is ongoing, but our preliminary analysis indicates that all age classes and both sexes were buried inside individual houses. Note. The comparison highlights the differences between Halula and other sites vis-à-vis placement of burials in structures, placement of the burials in the entrance/burial area, and the existence of shared practices with grave goods. a For example, pendants, belt attachments, necklaces, bracelets, rings, anklets, and one possible toggle.
The number of burials found in each of the PPNB houses ranges from 5 to 13, but within this there is variation in the ages and sex of burials. There is no evidence from Tell Halula of people burying the dead in specific age groups inside the houses or of the burying of some members of the population in specific buildings built only as burial spaces either within or outside the settlement. We therefore believe that the people living in a house probably belonged to the same social unit and that the inhumations found are a reflection of the familiar structure. Our ongoing analysis focuses on understanding whether people placed the dead in specific locations within houses, for example, separating the young from the old. Regardless of the possibility of such variation, each burial was treated in a similar way, as a single internment placed below the floor of the entrance/burial area of the house. This reflects a great regularity and standardization of the burial practices at the site. This presentation of the Tell Halula data illustrates the urgent need for Near Eastern archaeologists to document and interpret the sources of Neolithic mortuary variation at multiple scales. At the household, we have illustrated how people engaged in similar burial practices within and between houses at Halula. Expanding on this, we have explored the remarkable standardization of burial practices at the community level at Tell Halula. Middle PPNB villagers and household members buried their dead in the same way in the same locations, presumably based on the same social rules. This involved highly formalized practices, and as seen with the rebuilding of houses through time, these practices were maintained over multiple generations. At the regional scale, researchers are only now starting to identify previously unrecognized levels of variation in mortuary practices between settlements. While other aspects of Neolithic life, such as stone tool technology, residential housing, and the use of domesticated plants and animals, reflect common and shared systems, the stark difference between mortuary practices of Tell Halula and those of other contemporary settlements highlights profound differences in how people viewed their worlds.
